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One Hundred and twenty-seven Years Ago

Notes on Victorian venomous snakes
by
D. LE SOUEF
Assistant Director of the Zoological and Acclimatisation Society’s Gardens.
(Read 21st April, 1884)

Venomous snakes destroy their prey by poison. Some, such as the Copper-headed, when they have caught
and bitten an animal, commence swallowing it at once, while yet alive, but the Tiger Snake does not touch
its prey after it has bitten it until life is quite extinct. When swallowing, the jaws are moved alternately. This
is possible from the freedom of movement which is obtained by all the bones of the head being united by
elastic ligaments, so that the head and jaws can stretch considerably. Hence also snakes can swallow prey
apparently larger than themselves. Occasionally two snakes will seize upon the same prey, and as neither
will give way, the larger swallows the lesser, until the latter is compelled to relax its hold on the prey and
withdraw from the contest. I lately heard of a case where a large snake had swallowed a smaller one in the
manner described, but the latter had gone too far down to be able to recede, and died, and when the larger
snake was opened, it was found to have partially digested its opponent, only the tail remaining uninjured.
The Tiger Snakes and Death-adders generally prefer mice and rats. Rats do not succumb readily to the poi-
son, and take a long time to die. Lately I saw a small native cat bitten severely by three large Tiger Snakes,
with about five minutes’ interval between each bite, and it took an hour and a half to die. The other snakes
prefer frogs as an article of diet ...

Snakes shed their teeth, new ones being rapidly produced. There are always a number of immature fangs
behind the two in use, and if these are destroyed by any accident, another pair will be fully developed and
ready for use in about six days. The point of the fang is extremely fine and solid, the tooth being perforated
in its lower three-fourths. The channel is enamelled. The fangs of all our snakes are permanently erect, and
when the mouth is closed, fit into a depression in the lower jaw. The jaws do not close on each other, but
also fit into depressions.

If frightened during a meal, snakes sometimes disgorge. I once saw a Tiger Snake kill and swallow five
mice in succession. Finding that they were more than could be managed, it retained only three. The
digestion is good, and probably assisted by the venom injected, as it has been shown recently that it pos-
sesses peptic qualities.
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